measures). The work accomplished is comprehensive and systematic (700+ news articles reviewed, in many newspapers in Australia). I would like to see the article published, however, I would like to see the authors address a few issues in the interpretation of the results.
The overall nature of your results section implies that overall, the media have been positive toward plain packaging, even though the media have circulated many of the industry's arguments against it. In your Discussion section you conclude that public health advocates should thus not be deterred by media coverage of industry arguments and therefore should present public health arguments in the media to counteract those. But I'm not sure the media coverage in the case you have studied can be interpreted as so positive. I'd like to see addressed the following points: You have surveyed comprehensively 6 years of media coverage, and you found many news pieces that were almost all neutral; and 6 editorial pieces that were positive (55% of 11 editorials). That's almost no positive coverage at all. (It's one positive piece per year, in only one newspaper per year, if I understand correctly). Moreover, all editorials would probably have been classified as "low prominence" because they usually appear in the back pages. I exclude the letters/comments section here because in my opinion they should not be included in a media study, even though they're selected by the editors. Unless someone like an authority on tobacco writes a long, well argued letter, they're usually short and frankly, not read by many people. I think it's ok to leave them in your results but I wouldn't use them to assess media coverage of an issue.
Therefore, it seems to me that the media's position is better characterised as "passive" or "reluctant supporter" of public health measures like tobacco packaging. In addition, as your results indicate, the media presented the range of industry views, even though most of those are discredited. Therefore, the fact that the tobacco industry was able to push its discredited claims into the media shows at least some support for these views in the media.
All this is related to the fact that the article does not seek to explain the results it presents: in other words, what factors explain the type of media coverage given to plain packaging? Why was the media not more actively pushing for this public health measure? (say, by using their front pages to present strong arguments in favor of plain packaging, etc.)
Here it would help to say something about how the authors conceive of the media (conceptually, theoretically), perhaps at the outset of the article. My own position is a political economic one, i.e., the media represent the view of the (Australian) establishment--owners of the mainstream media, for example, are usually large corporations. Therefore the viewpoints presented in the media cover the range of views held by the establishment (from its liberal wing to its conservative wing). You can see more details in an article I wrote that is very similar to yours about how the Irish media covered a public health law to reduce alcohol harms: Whatever is your conceptualisation of the media, it would be useful to state it in the article. this would, in turn, help to give an interpretation of the nature of the media coverage that you document, so that we understand better how the media cover public health issues. The Discussion section would thus be strengthened and clarified. Moreover, the article would move beyond a simply count of the views expressed in articles, which is somewhat descriptive (although it is important). It would add a more analytical aspect to the article.
Minor points:
Methods: -Search terms (pack*, cigarette, etc.): did you look for these anywhere in the newspaper articles? (or just in the headline, or at the beginning of articles, etc.) -What is the difference between a "mixed" and a "neutral" article in your coding?
Overall, I think this article will be an important one when the above points are addressed.
VERSION 1 -AUTHOR RESPONSE
Reviewer: 1 Reviewer Name: Jenny Hatchard Institution and Country: University of Bath, UK Please state any competing interests or state 'None declared': None declared The paper is clearly written and well presented but could be improved by the authors elaborating on some key details, as follows: -The discussion and introduction would benefit from discussion/mention of additional relevant literature. There is a small but significant cohort of literature on newspaper coverage of tobacco control issues, including on plain packaging. The authors cite a small number of these, but not others (eg. Rowell et al. 2014) .
The introduction and discussion have been expanded to incorporate additional literature.
-The methods are very brief. Could the authors elaborate on the method of newspaper selection linked to readership? Additional information has been added to the methods section.
The authors also mention 'minor amendments' to the coding structure but do not fully explain how their approach differs from previous work. Some additional information here would be useful. Additional information has been added to the methods section.
-For the results, it would be interesting to know the relationship if any between prominence of editorials and opinion slant -for example, are negative articles prominent than positive ones or vice versa.
Additional results have been provided.
-The discussion is very short. perhaps the authors could consider some additional content -perhaps inclusion of ideas for how plain packaging can be framed by tobacco control advocates in the media, as based on the content of supportive media articles, although I realise this may be outwith the scope of the paper. Could the authors also consider the importance/non-importance of news as comment vs. straight news (given relative volumes) for expounding ideas about tobacco control policies?
The discussion has been expanded to incorporate these points.
-The paper would also benefit from proof reading as there are some very minor typos. This is an interesting article, covering an important topic (the ways in which the media cover public health issues like tobacco public health measures). The work accomplished is comprehensive and systematic (700+ news articles reviewed, in many newspapers in Australia). I would like to see the article published, however, I would like to see the authors address a few issues in the interpretation of the results.
The overall nature of your results section implies that overall, the media have been positive toward plain packaging, even though the media have circulated many of the industry's arguments against it. In your Discussion section you conclude that public health advocates should thus not be deterred by media coverage of industry arguments and therefore should present public health arguments in the media to counteract those. But I'm not sure the media coverage in the case you have studied can be interpreted as so positive. I'd like to see addressed the following points: You have surveyed comprehensively 6 years of media coverage, and you found many news pieces that were almost all neutral; and 6 editorial pieces that were positive (55% of 11 editorials Moreover, all editorials would probably have been classified as "low prominence" because they usually appear in the back pages.
We have done some additional analysis on the relationship between article type, prominence and opinion slant -see added paragraph in results section. While most editorials were indeed low prominence, there were a small number that were more prominent, and they discussed the events being reported in the news at the time, with the majority showing support for the policy.
I exclude the letters/comments section here because in my opinion they should not be included in a media study, even though they're selected by the editors. Unless someone like an authority on tobacco writes a long, well argued letter, they're usually short and frankly, not read by many people. I think it's ok to leave them in your results but I wouldn't use them to assess media coverage of an issue.
We agree; they were reported for sake of comprehensive coverage and did not feature inthe analysis. We have made a note of this in the methods section.
Therefore, it seems to me that the media's position is better characterised as "passive" or "reluctant supporter" of public health measures like tobacco packaging.
We have stated that the majority of reporting was 'neutral'. We have expanded on the implications of this in the discussion.
In addition, as your results indicate, the media presented the range of industry views, even though most of those are discredited. Therefore, the fact that the tobacco industry was able to push its discredited claims into the media shows at least some support for these views in the media. Here it would help to say something about how the authors conceive of the media (conceptually, theoretically), perhaps at the outset of the article.
We have added the framework we have used to conceptualise the media in the introduction.
My own position is a political economic one, i.e., the media represent the view of the (Australian) establishment--owners of the mainstream media, for example, are usually large corporations. Therefore the viewpoints presented in the media cover the range of views held by the establishment (from its liberal wing to its conservative wing). You can see more details in an article I wrote that is very similar to yours about how the Irish media covered a public health law to reduce alcohol harms: Whatever is your conceptualisation of the media, it would be useful to state it in the article. this would, in turn, help to give an interpretation of the nature of the media coverage that you document, so that we understand better how the media cover public health issues. The Discussion section would thus be strengthened and clarified. Moreover, the article would move beyond a simply count of the views expressed in articles, which is somewhat descriptive (although it is important). It would add a more analytical aspect to the article.
The discussion and introduction have been expanded to reflect these points, and we feel the article has been strengthened.
Minor points:
Methods: -Search terms (pack*, cigarette, etc.): did you look for these anywhere in the newspaper articles? (or just in the headline, or at the beginning of articles, etc.)
Both databases contained full-text articles and searches were conducted using the default settings. This information has been added to the methods section.
-What is the difference between a "mixed" and a "neutral" article in your coding?
A definition has been added.
Overall, I think this article will be an important one when the above points are addressed. 
GENERAL COMMENTS
The reviewer completed the checklist but made no further comments.
